Listening to Parents: A Qualitative Look at the Dental and Oral Care Experiences of Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder.
Children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) experience various barriers to optimal dental and oral care. The purpose of this study was to conduct focus groups of parents of children with autism spectrum disorder and subsequent qualitative analysis of the interviews in order to better understand problems in dental and oral care encountered by children with ASD. Four focus groups, comprised of parents of children with ASD, ranging in age from three to 17 years old, were assembled. We took a semi-structured approach, facilitating discussion about home oral hygiene and professional dental care. Audiotapes were transcribed and independently coded by four investigators who then jointly identified themes. There were three overarching, interrelated themes: (1) There is variability between children with ASD in how they tolerate dental and oral care and in what facilitates such care. (2) Parents want more extensive dental care for their children with ASD. (3) Each child's dental and oral care should be individualized based on parents' input about the unique characteristics and needs of their child. There is no "one size fits all" approach to dental and oral care for children with autism spectrum disorder. Parents are valuable partners in informing the unique dental and oral care needs of their child with ASD.